Book review. Land and wine: the French terroir, by Charles Frankel by Maltman, Alex
Land and wine: the French terroir, by Charles Frankel, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 2014, xii + 251 pp.,(hbk) ISBN 978-0-226-01469-2 

This book (translated from the French of the original) is firmly in the French tradition of extolling the importance of the country’s rich geological patrimony for its diversity of unrivalled wines – without ever saying what the connection between the two actually is. 

Right from the start Frankel announces that although the vigneron has some hand in it, it is the vineyard bedrock that determines the character and taste of a given wine varietal. There is no explanation of how this might come about and, apart from passing mentions, there are no discussions of the soil itself, of microbiology, nor even of climate. There is no acknowledgment that variations in bedrock are accompanied by changes in a whole range of other interacting soil, air and climate factors.

However, if the reader can manage to shut this out and, so to speak, join the crowd in cheering the emperor without worrying about his new clothes, then Frankel’s book provides an entertaining read. There’s a fun jumble of stories, snippets of history, and digressions into palaeontology all in an easy style, rather like an extended magazine article. Moreover, the geological content is refreshingly sound for wine writing and Frankel tells the story of the geological evolution of France simply and well.

Some years ago, the late Professor Jake Hancock reviewed in this Journal James Wilson’s 1998 volume on “Terroir: the role of Geology, Climate and Culture in the Making of French Wines” and voiced the same basic criticism as above, remarking that Wilson “never really gets to the nub” of the geology–wine relationship. However, notwithstanding the same shortcoming, Wilson’s acclaimed book is very much more substantial, detailed, comprehensive and better illustrated than the present volume. But here’s the thing. Frankel nowhere mentions the existence of Wilson’s book. In fact we are told that Frankel’s work “offers a new approach in that it focuses on the influence of terroir” (p. ix) and that it is ”the first book-length study” (p. viii) on the subject. Can this just be an oversight, or could it be some sort of French myopia? Not really, because also not acknowledged is Jacques Fanet’s very Franco-centric and handsome 2001 volume on “Les Terroirs du Vin”.

In truth Frankel’s bibliography says a great deal about his book. Each regional chapter has a bibliography, typically of half a dozen or so items, and they are all proprietary web-pages. The preface tells us that most of the information for the book came “from the websites of various winemaking regions and individual estates” (p. xi). No awkward science to take into account here, then. 

Frankel explains in his foreword that the book is not meant to give comprehensive coverage of France’s wine regions. In practice this means there is a very selective treatment, with regions such as Jura, Savoie and the whole of south-west France being by-passed and individual chapters being very focussed. The Burgundy chapter, for example, is largely about Corton; just parts of the Loire take up three of the twelve chapters.

But Frankel delights in the places he visits, their histories and etymologies, and everywhere he unswervingly pronounces on the wines and their geology. So, for example, we are told (p. 117) that in Bourgeuil wines produced from limestone are “full-bodied and well-structured” and “should be given at least two or three years” ageing whereas those from gravelly sites are “light and fruity” and should be drunk young. It’s all very seductive and good fun, but yet there are always those nagging questions. Can it really be this simple? How does the geology do it?

The importance for vine metabolism of climate and of the hydric and thermal properties of soil is well documented scientifically but the role of bedrock is not. And this book is about bedrock. Frankel does offer that an effect of rock is its absorbing warmth for the vines, but this can hardly be a contribution to distinctiveness because he says it in almost every chapter, with respect to all kinds of rocks: the schist of Faugères, the limestone of Sancerre, the diorite of Brouilly, etc.

The book reads almost as though the soil gets in the way: “here the vines need pierce only a couple of metres of soil to reach the bedrock” (p. 117). For it’s always the bedrock, according to Frankel, that really matters. Thus we are told that various wines show “the fresh, fruity touch of the limestone component” (p. 103), “a lingering mineral note of warm schist” (p. 6), “a puckering sensation provided by the limestone” (p. 53). Unblushing claims like this pervade the book. We read of “a granitic terroir that brings to Riesling a classic mineral character” (p. 49), and such things as “oenologists pick out whiffs of gunpowder and black pepper, which they credit to the schist and its metal-rich clays” (p. 27), and that “when you uncork a bottle of Savennières it is the spirit of this vanished ocean you are releasing” (p. 12). With Pouilly-Fussé “each wine we taste is a new window into France’s Jurassic Park” (p. 67). Heady stuff, but nowhere rationalised.

As is common in wine journalism, Frankel repeatedly talks of a “mineral-rich terroir” (p. 2), a “bedrock rich in minerals” (p. 44), and the like. It sounds good but what does it mean? All rocks are made of geological minerals, not some more than others. So perhaps it means nutrient minerals? But bedrock by definition is virtually unweathered and lacking microbiota and so can barely yield nutrients. Some vine roots probe bedrock for supplementary water but almost all the nutrition comes from the top few centimetres of the soil. In any case it is practically axiomatic in viticulture that nutrient-rich soils – i.e. fertile soils – are to be avoided for quality wine production. 

Frankel is convinced that not only is the type of bedrock paramount but that its geological age is also important. Consequently, the text is sprinkled with terms like Cenomanian, Ypresian, Lutetian, Rognacian; even the book’s chapters are arranged in a sort of geological-age order. This helps Frankel tell his geological story but it does lead to some unnerving leaps around France. The age of the overlying soils is relevant to viticulture, as they change on a human time-scale, but in practice why does the geological age of the bedrock matter? Frankel does not say.

There are occasional mentions that vine nutrition is somehow involved but it’s all left very vague. In fact, a vine’s hormonal system may signal to its roots the need for some nutrient, magnesium say, and provided dissolved cations are available, then magnesium will be allowed to negotiate the roots’ selectivity mechanisms and enter the xylem. But the vine does not care, so to speak, where the magnesium came from. It may have been originally in a dolomite crystal in a Tithonian limestone or in the phlogopite mica of a Cadomian granite: to the vine magnesium is magnesium. Consequently the onus would seem to be on Frankel and co-believers to provide some dispassionate substantiation that the kind of bedrock and its geological age are so important. Repeating a mantra is not enough.

The thread through all the declarations about bedrock and wine and the various asides is the joyful romp through the geological evolution of France. If a reader is interested in this kind of thing, he will learn about how France looked in geological ages past, how tectonic plates collided, sedimentary basins sagged, and granite mountains rose. Even if it is left unclear what it all has to do with wine, the story is told enthusiastically and clearly. 

The translation works very well with only occasional typos and glitches. Microclimate, which properly refers to the environment within and around a single vine, is used throughout for mesoclimate. The plots of land within a vineyard, particularly in Burgundy, that are almost always rendered directly in English by their French name climat have throughout this book been translated as climate, which rather disturbs the sense. 

The book is compact in size, with modest diagrams, locality maps and a few rather diminutive photographs, all in black and white. There are some geological cross-sections (with unspecified but very large vertical exaggerations) but, astonishingly given the theme of the book, there are no geological maps at all. The reader will have to go to Wilson or Fanet for those.






